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All the years I was growing up I knew where the 
chest was, up in the attic where my mother had stored 
it along with cardboard cartons, old trunks of clothes, 
and empty suitcases. No one actually told me not to 
play with the chest, but with a child's instinct I usual- 
ly stayed away from it, just as I avoided the thick part 
of the woods near our house. 
The entrancetotheatticwas from the closet in my 
room, and I often sat on my bed staring at the door, 
torn between curiosity and fear. Sometimes, when 
everyone else in the house was busy and the sun shone 
on the meadow behind our house, I quietly opened 
the close door and then the attic door and stood on 
she died. On that night she called my mother into her 
room, placed her hand over mother's heart, and told 
her, "You will have anotherchild, a girl, and that child 
must receive the wooden chest." My parents, who 
thought they were too old to have another baby, dis- 
missed this notion as another one of Grandmother's 
eccentricities, but when I was born nine months later, 
they named me after my grandmother and the 
mysterious wooden chest became mine. My brother 
and sister, who were much older than I, inherited 
Grandmother's money, jewelry, and furniture, and I 
remember hearing my mother asking my father why, 
if Grandmother had foreseen my birth, she hadn't 
given me something more valuable than an old box 
with no key. The key had been lost at the time of 
Grandmother's death, and now no one could open 
the chest, not even the local locksmith, who tried to 
pick the lock and failed. 
The apparent uselessness of my inheritance did 
not bother me. I used to stare at old family 
photographs, wondering about the woman whose 
name was mine, and who had given me such a strange 
gift. Who was she? Over the years the sepia images 
had faded and blurred, so that now only her eyes were 
clear. They were grey like mine, with a distant expres- 
sion that was penetrating at the same time, as if she 
saw ·things other people didn't, and when I looked at 
her image she seemed to look back at me, though she 
was dead and it was only a picture. 
M Y grandmother's most valued possession was a wooden chest which my great-grandfather, 
who was a cabinetmaker, had made for her when she 
was a girl. It was elaborately carved with images of 
forests, people, stars, animals, and hills like the ones 
surrounding the valley where we lived. Only 
Grandmother had the key, and no one else knew what 
was inside the chest or why she valued it. She told my 
mother that if the wrong person opened the chest he 
would find nothing of value in it, which led my 
mother to believe there was nothing inside the box at 
all: it was only another one of Grandmother's stories. 
For Grandmother was a storyteller and a dreamer 
and she was known throughout Chenango county as 
a seer. She had been born with acaul overherfaceand 
so had the second sight, and she used to sit in an old 
chair on the porch, looking out at the misty hills 
around our town and telling tales about her visions of 
another world. Unfortunately, by the time I was born, 
most of these stories were forgotten. She had died 
before I was born and my parents prided themselves 
on being hardworking, practical people who did not 
have time for myths or fairy tales. Except for the few 
fragments they remembered, and told reluctantly, 
only her reputation as a teller of tales remained. 
We lived in the house that had once been hers and 
unlike her stories, the rest of her belongings had all 
been preserved. Her husband was a sea-captain, and 
the house was full of strange and beautiful artifacts 
he had given her when he returned from his journeys; 
when I was a child I played with figurines of forest 
sprites and masks of dancing gods, until my parents 
found out and took them away from me, saying they 
were too valuable to be the playthings of a child. 
After that the images were locked away in cabinets, 
where I could see them but not touch them. Perhaps 
because of this, they reappeared more vividly in my 
dreams, along with the shamans, priests, and wise- 
women who had made them. 
Although my parents did not take Grandmother's 
stories seriously, and were embarrassed by her 
reputation as a seer, they did tell me that she saw me 
in a dream, and prophesied my birth, the night before 




over a geography lesson. Outside, the afternoon light 
slanted down across the fields and forests of the val- 
ley. The shadow of the hills was already falling over 
the town, and lights were going on in all of the 
houses. · 
I turned back to my books and began doing the 
lesson, tracing trade routes to the East Indies. I knew 
about these islands, because my grandfather had 
traveled there: Sumatra, Java, Celebes. If it was eve- 
ning here, it must be morning there; the sun would be 
rising over the jungle mountains. I drew a ship in the 
middle of the Indian Ocean 
and imagined my 
grandfather coming 
home from those 
places, giving my 
grandmother 
the gifts that 
filled our 
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the dim threshold looking at the chest. Above it was 
a round window made of colored panes of glass, and 
in the afternoon the colors lit the dusty air. Slowly, I 
walked across the creaking floorboards, passing 
through bands of blue, green, and golden light I 
knelt next to the chest and touched the old wood. 
wiping the dust out of the curves to make the pictures 
stand out clearly. 
In the carved forest, wolves circled round a man. 
he held out his hands to them, and they were either 
helping him or tormenting him-- I couldn't tell which. 
Theskywas full of stars, but when I looked more close- 
ly they seemed to be flights of birds. Was it day or 
night? The bright orb in the sky might be the sun or 
the moon. 
The edges of the chest were framed by carved 
decorations; these looked like meaningless designs. 
but when I looked more closely I saw hidden faces, 
birds, and rivers like those in the bigger pictures. The 
lid of the chest showed a girl kneeling before a box 
which looked just the same. She was either opening 
or closing it, and was leaning over to look inside. 
Whatever she saw was unclear. 
These pictures, like the chest itself, both 
frightened and fascinated me. After going into the 
attic I always had the same dream. I dreamed I had 
found the key somewhere and was kneeling in front 
of the chest, about to open it -- but just as I lifted the 
lid, fearoverwhelmed me and lslammedtheboxshut. 
I woke up sweating, and it was always a while before .' A 
ldaredtogointotheatticagain. -J'l/h , 
As I grew older I began writing these dreams, and '- .: ·/ ,. 
others, in notebooks which I keptinmyroom.1 had al·4· ~<~ · ;.: 
ways had very vivid dreams, and each night I ~f/./ ~ ./. .·~ 
looked forward to a new adventure; during the ?>)/ ~: ,7 
day I thought about the dreams of the night~.· ; f 
before, and wrote ~bout them when I was sup- 1:· 1/j~"' -: .. :.}' l.: I~ 
posed to be doing schoolwork. "Stop ;j·.;; ·J/; n , 
daydreaming," my parents said, "and do /:· ·''l,/~ 
you work. Dreams don't make sense." .// 11· I 7{ !/J 
But dreams made sense to me, :/I ~ 
and I could not stop paying atten- / / 1'1/l;ffA 
tion to them. They were a separate /?' / ~?P 
world, but somehow they • ;: /'~· ~f ~_..._ ... ,, 
were linked to the waking j/ / 'I, 
world, so the two worlds were //.· / /. A : 
reallyone, likethetwosidesof ; ./ · 
a page. I could not ~,.~., ; ·· ~'."lli~~~~ 
explain this, so I was ~ - 
often kept after ~·/ · • ~~~~~~~71~ 
school because I had ,..._, w~ 
failed to pay atten- ~ ~·..,.. 
:n~.during the les- ~~·~'. n. 
One winter .-:J,.. c;.£V-.::z.L. 
afternoon I was sit- 
ting in the empty 
schoolroom, going 
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Later that night I was in my room getting ready 
for bed. t picked up my notebook and leafed through 
it, looking for the dream I had written down that 
afternoon. When I realized what I was doing I 
dropped the notebook onto the desk and paced ner- 
vou~y around the room. 
Why was I so compelled to remember dreams? No 
one else in the family cared about things like that; 
they didn't even remember their dreams. They didn't 
want to. 
As I changed into my nightgown, I thought about 
what had happened that afternoon. If my mother 
hadn't called me to supper, would I still be seeing 
visions in the attic, forgetful of the outer world? 
Maybe my parents and teachers were right. Keys 
could lock doors as well as open them ... 
I took out the key and looked at it. It felt heavier 
than it had been that afternoon. Now that I had the 
key and the books, what was I supposed to do with 
After grace and the usual preliminaries, supper set- tled into its regular pattern. Everybody passed 
food around and discussed what had happened that 
day. "You're very quiet tonight," my mother said to 
me, "what were you up to this afternoon?" 
"I opened Grandmother's chest." I told them 
about the dream books and their illustrations. 
"ls that all?" my mother asked. "I told you there 
was probably nothing of value in it. As if you don't 
spend enough time dreaming already ... " And the 
conversation shifted to another topic. I ate the rest of 
the meal in silence, conscious of the weight of the key 
in my pocket. 
he raised his arms to an eight-winged sun. In the text 
this man was named as "Eliel." He seemed to bea sort 
of guide or teacher. 
I turned the pages of the book. On each was a 
description of a dream, accompanied by a drawing of 
a character or scene: an old woman who held a comet 
in her hands; a girl who found a crystal, which magi- 
cally contained the universe, in the inmost chamber 
of a cave; and ancient city with a garden at its center. 
In the bright drawings and descriptions were all the 
visions she had seen in a lifetime, all the stories she 
had told and which I had never heard. 
As I studied the books I forgot what ti me it was, 
where I was; there were only these images, this 
word ... 
A comet swept across the sky. Hills rose up on the 
night-dark earth; behind them was the valley where 
the hidden city shone ... 
Darkness. I groped through a black space and 
touched something solid. The chest. I was in the attic. 
How long had I been here? The sun had set and my 
motherwascalling us all to supper. I locked the books 
in the chest, just as I had found them, put the key in 
my pocket, and went downstairs. 
That night, I dreamed I was in the attic, kneeling next to the chest, trying to open it. As always, it 
was locked. The girl on the cover of the chest was still 
looking into her own half-open half-shut chest with 
the same rapt expression on her face, but as I looked 
at her she came to life, and stood facing me in the 
light of the round window. Her eyes were grey, like 
my own, like my grandmother's. "The key was never 
lose," she said. "It was here all the time. You have al- 
ways had it." She handed me a silver key. "The key is 
in your hand, in your hand," she said as she faded into 
a shadow, became once more the girl carved on the 
chest ... 
The next afternoon, when I had finished my 
chores around the house, I went to my room and 
wrote down this dream, then lay on my bed wonder- 
ing what it could mean. Of course I did not have the 
key. I had searched the house many times, and I had 
never found it. What did it mean? 
I went into the attic and stood looking at the 
chest, and at the girl who was carved on the cover. 
"The key is in your hand," she had said in my dream. 
Her own hands were very skillfully carved, but one 
was made of a different kind of wood, asif it had been 
inlaid. I had noticed this difference many times before 
and had never thought much about it. Now I 
wondered: why should one hand be different? 
Carefully, I pushed it. It stuck at first, then slid 
sideways to reveal a tiny compartment. Inside this was 
the silver key. 
Trembling, I whispered, "Thank you!" and took 
the key. My heart was beating so hard that it was dif- 
ficult to breathe. The key was cool and heavy and 
turned easily in the lock. I waited a few minutes; then, 
closing my eyes, I slowly lifted the lid. 
The chest was full of books which, like the chest 
itself, seemed to glow in the colored light. I picked up 
one of the books, which has a smooth blue binding, 
and opened it to a random page. the left-hand page 
contained a description of a dream, written in 
Grandmother's small curvilinear script, beautifully il- 
luminated, like a medieval manuscript. On the right- 
hand page was a vivid drawing. A man stood on a 
curving path which led over the green unfolding hills 
to the horizon. His face shone with joy. or ecstasy, as 
from a dream-world, made by shamans and wise- 
women; that was why he had given them to her, 
when she told him about her visions. He traveled in 
the waking world, and she traveled in the dream- 
world, and each gave beauty to the other ... 
The teacher looked up from her book, and sighed. 
"It's getting dark," she said. "You can go home. But 
remember, you will have to finish that lesson tomor- 
row." I nodded and gathered up my books but as I left 
I realized she was wrong. Tomorrow was Saturday, 
and there would be no school. I would be free to 
dream. 
··Lynn Maudlin and 
Christine Lowentrout, 
Editors 
This is not a one-time-only offer. We'll continue 
to print American fantasy (along with the celtic and 
the generic and all that other jazz), but this is -·at 
least-· the first thematic issue of Mythic Circle. We 
hope you enjoy it. Let us know. 
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Hello again! Well, that was fast· or so it seems to me, writing this before the end of May. This is our 
American Fantas¥ issue. After we announced the 
theme we received many letters asking, "What's 
American fantasy?" To which, after much careful con- 
sideration, we make the only response possible under 
the circumstances: We Know It When We See It. 
We've seen a lot of it, and we've printed a lot, too. 
It ranges from Charles Rampp's angry-city-dragon- 
diatribe to Mary Ann Hodge's portrait off amilial bliss 
to Doug Rossman's Cherokee myths, in both poetry 
and prose. Angelee Anderson's story, set partly in 
England, is nonetheless an American fantasy, as you 
will doubtless agree upon reading .t. 
This is no attack upon classic Celtic and other· 
worldly fantasy; we like that, we print plenty of it, and 
we'll continue to do so. No, this is lifting up and 
tuning-in toa voice not often heard, at least not when 
you think of fantasy and myth. This is an homage to 
upcoming Mythcon XIX, the nineteenth conference 
of the Mythopoeic Society, to be held at the end of 
July in Berkeley, California, with the theme," Legends 
for a New Land: Fantasy In America." (See the ad later 
in the magazine for details.) 
EDITORIAL 
Sometime during the night I opened my eyes. A 
bright mist filled the center of the room, and I 
watched half in fear and half in joy as it whirled and 
spun into the luminous shape of an old man. He was 
robed in green and blue, and in his hand was the sil- 
ver key. He was Eliel, the dream-teacher from 
Grandmother's stories. 
"Take the key," he said. "Did you think you could 
throw this gift.away'? You can never escape what you 
have inherited and what is always within you." 
Feeling foolish, yet somehow relieved, I took the 
key. 
He gestured, and a circle of fire appeared in the 
center of the floor. On this was a crucible, and its con- 
tents shone with a living intensity: they were all the 
images of the inner and outer worlds, transformed by 
the flames. 
Eliel lifted the crucible and emptied it onto the 
floor. Its contents settled, cooled, became a cube, be- 
came the chest. "Open it," he said, and I did. It was 
filled with books, not in Grandmother's writing but in 
my own; and they were not dreams but stories, half- 
dream and half· waking, a bridge between the worlds 
that made them one. And so I understood, and knew 
what I must do. 
Joyfully, I picked up a notebook, turned to an 
empty page, and began to write 
them? How could I balance the dream-world and the 
waking world? 
I opened the closet door, then the attic door. I had 
never been in the attic at night before and the light 
of the moon, shining through the round window, 
made things strange. The chest was a black shadow in 
the corner « square, unmoving. There was a world in- 
side it: my grandmother's. All the phantom people 
and situations that had filled her mind, every night for 
a lifetime, now filled this box, and I had inherited 
them. 
As my eyes adjusted to the dark I saw again the 
familiar stars, hills, animals, people, and forests 
gleaming dully in the wood. Yet somehow they 
seemed changed and unfamiliar now, and I was afraid 
to look at them too closely. 
Quickly, I walked across the attic, opened the hid- 
den compartment, and put back the key. Unless I 
learned why I had received the books and how to use 
them, I would never use hey key again. 
Without looking back, I left the attic, shut the two 
doors and turned off the light in my room. But for 
some reason I wanted to cry, and it was impossible to 
sleep. I remembered one of Grandmother's dreams, 
in which the teacher Eliel has been an alchemist, who 
transformed lead into shining gold, and now my mind 
was like his crucible, burning in the fire, with all the 
images boiling up inside me ... 
